Are cultures, races, and genders too different for them to share common goals, feelings, friendship, and or identity? How real are these walls that separate us? Where do they come from and how strong are they? This paper examines the psychological mechanisms that contribute to the development of identity, identifies problems that arise form identity, and entertains discussion of ways to restructure identity. There are 3 central points to this paper: 1) the way we tend to block information in our minds for organizational purposes (schemas and scripts) often leads to over generalizing people by group association 2) group association significantly shapes behavior and perspective 3) if broadening group identity is possible, perception will change, and behavior will follow. This paper presents evidence that separation is linked directly to group association. As our identity is aligned with a group association we tend to oversimplify the characteristics of members in other groups (in-groups and out-groups). The repercussions from group identity are separation and judgment which often results in discrimination and hate. Our goal for improving human relations should incorporate the expansion of group identity to supersede categories of race, gender, and sexual orientation. The paper concludes with commentary on needed steps to accomplish this goal.
of identity and its role in American society it will undoubtedly take a comprehensive approach from all of these schools of thought. That said, it is the purpose of this paper to take an in depth look at the psychological factors that contribute to the development of identity as well as identify the problems that arise from identity, and provide insight about how these problems can be addressed effectively.
Information Processing Schemas, Scripts, and Stereotypes
As we navigate ourselves through this vast world we are bombarded with an overwhelming amount of information. Imagine you are walking down a crowded street in a big city. There are cars passing, lights flashing, people walking and talking, venders selling things, doors opening and closing, children running, etc. Our mind is not powerful enough to process all of these inputs simultaneously. To make sense of this chaos our mind uses a series of organizational techniques to give order to the madness. One of these organizational mechanisms is called a schema or a mental template that contains a packet of information about a type of event, object, or concept. For example, when someone says the word dog a number of characteristics such as warm, friendly, furry, and has four legs, comes to mind. These characteristics are retrieved in your mind automatically when you think of the word or concept of a dog. Surely there are dogs that are mean, have no hair, and three legs but research has shown that unless otherwise specified, you will assume a dog has the original characteristics of your schema for dog whenever the word dog is primed in your mind (1) . In this way schemas help us categorize and label a vast amount of information into packets that we can access automatically.
An equally important technique used by our mind is called a script or a schema for a series of events. Think again of the crowded street scenario. As you walk down the street you get hungry. You decide you want a hotdog to eat from a street vender. With the thought of buying a hotdog a script is automatically activated. You are able to approach the hotdog stand, say hello, ask for a hotdog, and pay with almost no analytical processing. This process of moving though the motions of a script with little cognitive strain allows us to plan and carry out a complex set of actions in the midst of very congested environments.
Schemas and scripts often work in unison. When a schema is primed a set of reactionary behaviors (script) is also primed. Further, research has shown that we generally have schemas and scripts in our memory for the majority of situations we encounter during a day.
It seems clear that scripts and schemas help us process large amounts of information efficiently, but what happens when we apply these mechanisms to groups of people? Imagine the outcome when a schema is applied to a "race" of people such as "Asians." Characteristics such as submissive, quiet, good at math, short, speak a funny language, etc. are automatically primed in many individuals. Like this example, when schemas are applied to groups of people they often result in stereotypes or a set of beliefs about the personal attributes of a group of people. Similarly, when scripts are applied to categories of people they often result in discrimination or a script that encompasses negative behavior towards individuals that are associated with the schema for a larger group. Psychological research has asserted that people maintain schemas and scripts for groups of people as often as any other type of schema.
As we learned earlier, schemas and scripts often operate in unison. Now let's look at how these mechanisms apply to a real situation. Think about a white person and a black person walking down a street toward each other. The white person maintains a schema for black people that includes uneducated, unintelligent, lazy, slow, apathetic, aggressive, and violent and a script that includes reducing interaction to a minimum and being as brief as possible when interaction does occur. Similarly, the black person maintains a schema for white people that includes rude, judgmental, racist, greedy, and arrogant, and a script for interacting with white people that includes being defensive and retaliatory. Whether or not these two people are aware of the specifics of their schemas, their outcome is likely to be scripted. As they approach each other and their scripts are activated the black person tenses up and the white person crosses the street. Before these two people ever meet each other they have these internal engines fueling their first impression of each other. This situation happens regularly in North Carolina.
Similarly, imagine if a white employer maintains the same schema and script in his memory for interacting with Black people as the example above. The employer's schema for Black people includes uneducated, unintelligent, lazy, slow, apathetic, and aggressive and so on and a script that includes reducing interaction to a minimum and being as brief as possible when interaction does occur. Whether or not the employer is aware of the specifics of this script, any Black applicant is likely to face a scripted tone of apprehension.
The above examples are not meant to imply that all white people and all black people have these exact schemas for each other. In fact, the characteristics present in schemas for groups of people and the scripted behavior in reaction to these schemas translates differently from person to person. There are plenty of white people that maintain a less developed or scripted schema for Black people. Likewise there are plenty of black people that have a well developed and stereotypical schema for white people.
That said, research asserts that even with individual variation, people continually use sex, race, attractiveness, and group association, to form schemas about individuals and groups. Not everyone is racist, sexist, or homophobic, but most people posses stereotypical schemas about groups of people that translate into prejudiced behavior. Further, these associations are most consistently drawn across groups, meaning that we assign a larger range of stereotypical characteristics to groups we do not include in our self-schemas (in-groups and out-groups). Self-schemas are the block of attributes we assign to ourselves.
In the next section you will read two examples of research that illustrates some of the danger present in schematic processing when applied to groups of people.
Example of Schematic Stereotypes Toward Black People and Gender
In a study conducted by a social psychologist named Carrie Fried titled "Bad Rap for Rap" an experiment was devised to test for the presence of stereotypes when schemas are applied to a group of people. Fried designed two studies to test for these effects. In his first study he examined whether a song will evoke harsher reactions when identified with Black people.
To test for this effect he designed a two page questionnaire. On the first page there were lyrics from the Folk song "Bad Man's Blunder." On the second page there were questions about how offensive, how dangerous to society, and whether or not regulations from the government should be put on the lyrics. Page 1 was identical in all conditions except for the information about the type of music. In front of the lyrics to "Bad Man's Blunder" on page one of the questionnaire the artist was identified as D.J. Jones and labeled as either a country singer (typically white) or a rap artist (typically black). 118 people were given these surveys at random in public places and in the lab. All participants were white and ranged in age from 18 to 84.
The results illustrated significantly more negative attitudes towards the lyrical content of Bad Man's Blunder when it was associated with rap music.
Here are the Lyrics that were displayed on the first page of each questionnaire: In a second study, Fried wanted to see if the same effects that occurred in Study 1 could be replicated simply by identifying the artist as Black or White. In Study 2, the questionnaire was exactly the same as in Study 1 except there was no reference to musical type. Instead, a Photo of the artist was displayed above the lyrics to "Bad Man's Blunder." One group of people received a packet with a Black face on it. Another group received a packet with a white face on it. After reading the lyrics they rated the nature of the lyrics on a scale from 1-9.
The results from Study 2 were the same as Study 1. A significantly more negative attitude towards the lyrical content was assigned in the Black Face condition (Fried) . The results from the two studies support the hypothesis that stereotypes and prejudice often arise when schemas are applied to groups of people (2) .
In a different study by Petrides, Furham, and Martin they designed an experiment to test for the presence for gender based stereotypes activated by schemas of men and women. Their participant pool of 82 men and 138 women were asked to rate their own and their parents emotional (empathy) and psychometric intelligence (IQ). Activating schemas for gender by asking the participants to think about each of their parents, yielded results that support gender based stereotypes. The majority of participants rated their father's psychometric intelligence to be significantly higher than their mother's and their father's emotional intelligence to be significantly lower than their mother's. This stereotypical schema held true for self evaluations as well. The men in the study rated their psychometric intelligence higher than their emotional intelligence. Women were the exact opposite (3).
In follow up studies hypothetical scenarios were presented to participants that were described as requiring more psychometric intelligence or emotional intelligence. When primed with the question of which parent would perform better on each of these tasks the participants rated their fathers to be significantly more successful with the tasks that required psychometric intelligence (IQ) and their mothers to be significantly more successful with the tasks that require emotional intelligence.
Both the race and the gender studies presented above illustrate the over generalization present in schemas when they are applied to groups of people. Logically it seems irrational to include 40 million black people or 140 million women under any one category. There is naturally going to be a vast amount of variation between individuals within any large group. Surprisingly, our mind ignores logic in this fashion very easily and develops strong associations for groups of people.
Constructing Identity Attributions and Groups
Our perception of ourselves and others tends to develop through a system of attribution or how people explain other's behavior. When we interact with one another or observe behavior from a distance, we continually make conclusions about each other's character and ourselves. When making these attributions we tend to attribute behavior to internal causes (their character) or external causes (the environment). For example, let's say you meet a drunken guy named Tevan at a party that is loud and obnoxious. You may attribute that behavior to an external cause such as alcohol. Now consider if you meet Tevan in a class where he is exhibiting the same behavior. You may attribute those same characteristics to internal causes.
Similar to the Tevan scenario, research has shown that we tend to make these judgments from a fairly self serving biased point of view. We tend to attribute successful and positive behavior in others to external causes (the environment) and we attribute failures and negative behavior to a person's character or internal causes. When assigning attributions to ourselves the results are opposite. We tend to attribute successes to internal causes and failures to the external causes (4).
This self-serving bias becomes the most apparent with the groups to which we associate ourselves known as in-groups. People continually seek out information to reaffirm their perception that they themselves and the group they belong to are different and better than other groups or out-groups. From an in-group perspective success achieved from members of an out-group are often attributed to external causes. Where as successes achieved from members of an in-group are perceived from other members of that in-group as internal causes, or personal achievements.
In-group and Out-group Development
In-groups and out-groups are fundamental units of organization in our society. By the age of preschool children begin to organize into groups that are based on common and successful play. Groups continue to form around playful interaction between the ages of 3 to 7. By the time children reach the age bracket of 8 to12 the focus of groups shifts to the need for acceptance. In this developmental period, children begin building schemas for the norms of the groups to which they associate. They become most concerned with which actions will lead to acceptance and inclusion and which actions will lead to exclusion and rejection. The most common group association between 8 and 12 is gender (5) . Also between the age of 8 and 12 groups of children begin building groups of friends that tend to range from 3 to 9 children. These groups are based largely on establishing norms of acceptance and they tend to be segregated by gender and, to a lesser degree, race.
In the high school years from 13 to 18 these middle school groups tend to break apart and restructure themselves to incorporate a range of norms dictated by two new factors: 1) Crowd Association and 2) RACE. What we find in high schools is that instead of groups of friends aligning under the broad category of gender, they tend to align under the categories of jock, prep, druggie, nerd, punk, and a series of other crowd associations. Crowd affiliation is not chosen but instead assigned by consensus of peer groups. Even without choice of group affiliation, students who are grouped with the less popular crowds tend to incorporate the characteristics of their assigned crowd into their own identity.
Race also becomes an increasingly present marker for group association in high school. Studies have shown that groups of students that share the same middle school and high school, and maintain interracial friendships in middle school, still tend to polarize by race when they reach high school. Like the effect of grouping by crowds, racial norms begin to get incorporated into group identity. For example, most students are able to present well developed schemas for "acting black" and "acting white" in high school. Of these students, the majority maintain beliefs that black and white people are different. Pressure is then asserted from each group to "act" in certain stereotypical ways.
As children progress through their college years and into adulthood, this need for acceptance continues to play an active role in the way people view themselves and who they choose to interact with. Further, as people get older they tend to maintain selfschemas that incorporate race as a trait of their character. Race becomes a characteristic that often supplies an in-group identity. Not surprisingly then one can understand why in-groups and out-groups continue to align by race fairly often into adulthood.
It seems that as we travel through the school system and into life we are conditioned to define a significant part of ourselves in terms of group association. What groups we associate with seem to result more from socialization than from choice. It also seems very accurate to say group association contributes to conformity and limits individualism. Why then do we feel this pressure to align our identity with groups? Well, everyone has the need to feel accepted and important and a group identity often provides both of these feelings.
Conformity and the Repercussions of In-group and Out-group identity
In-group and out-group identities become a problem in society because they tend to assign value, assert pressure to conform, and promote separation. When considering the characteristics of individuals in an out-group we tend to attribute significantly less variability to the individuals of that out-group.
As our identity constructs itself along these lines of group association the values we place on individuals change. Known as the Halo Effect in psychology, we tend to view people of common identity (in-group) as more competent, friendly, efficient, intelligent, sociable, honest, trustworthy, and so on. To out-groups we generally assign less competent attributes and we hold less complex conceptualization of their members.
Shockingly, even when in-groups and out-groups are created in either a lab or the classroom based on vague associations less variability is still assigned to the out-group. By simply assigning people to a group of a common created identity it causes them to value the traits of the members of that group above other groups. This has been tested using business teams, eye color, athletics, and superficial test scores to group people under one identity.
The transformation power of group identity is both scary and dangerous. Conformity studies that combine in-group and out-group interaction have recently been banned from psychology because of the mental damage that has resulted from past experiments. In one of the most classic studies conducted by psychologists in the 60s known as the Stanford Prison Experiment, 24 College students were randomly assigned to either the role of prison guard or prisoner. All 24 students were aware they were taking part in an experiment and that all 24 participants were students. The experiment was set to last one week but was canceled after only 5 days because the students began to assume the role of both prisoners and prison guards too realistically. The student guards began devising systems of punishment to keep order and control and the student prisoners began responding as if they were really imprisoned. Studies like this one show us how easily people conform to group identities (6).
Expanding Identity?
Research on the development of identity reveals that it is very difficult to change a well developed schema. Once a schema becomes well developed or unitized it tends to have a belief perseverance effect where people tend to ignore inconsistent information even when the information directly contradicts the foundation of the schema. In this way unitized schemas continually seek out new and often ambiguous information to reinforce the original schema. Another fallacy of well developed schemas is that they sometimes require revaluation. Unfortunately, people continually use these schemas even though they are based on information that is no longer relevant.
This realization about how we think presents quite the dilemma. How are we ever to encourage tolerance in society if prejudiced schemas are well developed, reinforced by experience, and resilient to change?
Although research in this area is relatively new, recent studies have revealed a few methods that yield change in self-schemas and role schemas or schemas applied to categories of people. When people from two different stereotyped groups (in-groups and out-groups) are exposed to one another for extensive periods of time and given tasks to accomplish, role schemas lose some of their generalizing power. This is believed to be the result from the informational cues people give each other over time that contradict stereotypical notions held in schemas.
A second way to breakdown role schemas is to create a new identity by combining in-groups and out-groups into one group under the identity of a new "superordinate" group. When in-groups and an out-groups are forced to share a common title and work toward a common goal they tend to see each other as members of the same in-group and attribute significantly more variation to the individuals in the new in-group. These results have been achieved most effectively with athletic teams but it has proven effective within organizations and institutions as well (7) A third rout to change comes from what is known as Balance Theory. People tend to need consistency between their cognitions and behaviors. If a person believes interracial dating is morally wrong, but finds herself dating a member of another race, an inconsistency is created. This inconsistency tends to cause a state of arousal that is unpleasant. In response to this inconsistency a person can do one of two things to regain her balance. She can restructure her schema to coincide with her behavior or she can change her behavior. Behavior is changed much less readily than schemas.
This same inconsistency arises when a new cognition challenges a schema. If a Christian has been raised to believe that homosexuality is wrong all of his life but then finds himself attracted to people of his same gender, an imbalance is created. In this situation the person is forced to restructure his cognitions to incorporate his feelings about homosexuality into his schema for Christianity. This may result in a new schema about Christianity that includes the acceptance of homosexuality (8) .
A Rout to Change
What do these psychological mechanisms imply about the current environment of human relations and identity in society? To put it simply, how we conceptualize our identity causes real effects on the way we treat ourselves and others. If we continue to view ourselves in terms of in-groups and out-groups there will always be separation, discrimination, and hate. A poet by the name of Jared Paul once wrote, "there are no my people, and there are no your people, there are only our people, and nothing will really change until all of our people believe it." These walls of separation will continue to persist until we expand our schema for groups of people to incorporate everyone. As a society we need to take steps toward reconstructing identity to include everyone under the category of human.
We must start by incorporating programs that focus on the goal of breaking down the in-group and out-group structure that surrounds race, gender, and sexual orientation. Currently there are many human and civil rights groups that fight for the inclusion of dialog about these issues to be incorporated in our school systems, universities, and work places. Over the last 30 years all three of these institutions have become highly cognizant of these issues and responded to them by implementing tolerance policies. In public schools there is a system of bussing that promotes integration, race relations conferences held annually and bi-annually, and a focus on multiculturalism in the curriculum. Universities tend to hold similar programs as well as promote a point system that encourages diversity within the student body and undergraduate requirements that address issues of tolerance, race, and poverty. In the work place managers and employees are often required to undergo tolerance training and the government puts pressure on work institutions to demonstrate how they are promoting an equal opportunity work environment.
If all of these programs are already in place, then why is separation still prevalent in Society? Could it be that we are only addressing part of the issue? Sure bussing puts students in proximity with one another, classes and curriculum provide exposure, and governmental pressure promotes reform but the center of real change in identity comes from friendships. I believe there should be a more active role in the school system to shape friendships from elementary school to the work place.
When I was in high school I was part of an experimental group called S.T.A.R.T. (Sharing Today and Responsibility Tomorrow) that focused on breaking down the ingroup and out-group structure of crowd identity and promote leadership skills. Every week I would meet for one hour with10 of my peers in what became known as a S.T.A.R.T group. The 10 of us were deliberately placed together from very different social circles and ethnic backgrounds in the school. Guided by one facilitator, we spent that hour discussing personal and social issues. Every meeting one person would be placed on the "hot seat" and would be asked to disclose a problem that they were having trouble solving in their life. After explaining the problem each of us in the group had to give feedback about how this person may be able to address the problem effectively. By the end of the first month we no longer saw each other as jocks, preps, nerds, black, white, or Asian. We saw each other as friends that were genuinely concerned with each others well being. I am still friends with some of the members of my S.T.A.R.T. group today. This program should be used as a model for restructuring identity in schools.
I also think there are not nearly enough discussions about identity within schools and when they do happen they are structured incorrectly. The point of a discussion on race is to challenge the many schematic notions we carry with the hopes of causing an imbalance that will restructure opinions. I have participated in about 50 discussions on issues of race between high school and college. Over the years I noticed a common trend in these discussions. The minorities in the group tend to speak significantly more than the white students. This is a problem. If there is ever to be real change in the schemas we hold for groups of people we must have a platform to voice our opinions free of judgment and have them challenged maturely. A person must feel respected to even entertain what someone else is saying. Most white people have an opinion about race but feel ostracized, politically incorrect, and racist if they voice it. I find that white people often become stuck in a position of guilt when discussions of race and tolerance take place because the discussions are framed around a system of blame and correction instead of contribution and solution. We need to make the focus of these dialogs multicultural forward thinking. We need to encourage blacks, whites, Asians, Hispanics, and every other group to work together to find solutions. The focus must ask what we can do to improve race relations instead of dwelling on the past and assigning blame. Only then will you achieve effective change in schematic processing.
These discussions also tend to take place in large gatherings. Although big group discussions can be productive, small group discussions are often more meaningful. These platforms should break up into groups of about 10 that are premised on honesty and not passing judgment. Then, after meeting as a small group, the platform should be reopened to a big group discussion.
With dialog that effectively challenges schemas and a focus in our school system on restructuring identity through friendship we will be moving in the right direction towards tolerance and acceptance. We will be broadening our schemas for groups of people beyond the extremely limiting boxes of race, gender, and sexual orientation and finally begin to see ourselves as what are, HUMAN.
